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PENTECOST VII SER​​MON
Pr Fred S. Opalinski

I’m sorry not to have as an attention-getting opener for the sermon as I did last week. (I heard about it all week long!) But, you gotta work with the material you’re given, and this week’s readings may seem ho-hum by comparison, especially the gospel parable of the “Good Samaritan”, as we call it.

Did I detect some eyes glazing over as I was reading it? How many times have you heard this story, I wonder? Preaching, Bible studies, Vacation Bible School, Sunday School—read it, studied it, maybe even acted it out. (As I recall, the robbers seemed to have all the fun.) We all know what the parable means, right?! I remember my Sunday School teacher Mrs. Greer asking, “Boys and girls, do you want to be like the priest?” Nooo! “Do you want to be like the Levite?” Nooo! “Do you want to be like the Samaritan?” Yes, teacher, yes we do!

We’ve even got a “Good Samaritan” law in the state, protecting those who offer help to one in need. The “Good Sam” club is established for recreational vehicle owners. It’s part of the language! But in this instance, familiarity may not be our friend. In fact, it can do a good job of fogging things up, especially if we read the story only with North American eyes.

As citizens of the wealthiest, most powerful nation on earth, we come to this parable looking to accomplish something, am I right? The lawyer who asks Jesus the question sounds very American, I think: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” He wants to go to work! (Never mind that inheritances aren’t usually earned. You’d think a lawyer, of all people, would know that.) He’s a smart guy, with a degree and resources and status in the community. “Tell me what to do now, Jesus, and I’ll be on my way to the next job.” 

A case could certainly be made that it’s the ‘can do’ spirit that’s made this country great: inventions—light bulb, telephone, automobile, airplane; building—railroads, hydro-electric dams, skyscrapers; transforming—farmlands, cities, suburbia; winning—the Revolution, World Wars 1 & 2. It seems that doing and accomplishing are in our DNA!

To our ears, this parable is about seeing the need and accomplishing what’s needed to overcome it: picking up the man, dressings his wounds, paying for his care, and promising whatever is needed in the time to come. No doubt all that is good and commendable in our day, whether it’s looking for a cure, helping with disaster recovery, going on a mission trip, feeding the hungry, or assembling book bags for city kids. “Tell us what to do, Jesus, and we’ll get to work!”

As I said, it’s undeniably good use of time, talent and resources, but it may not be the only point of this parable. Jesus asks the lawyer, “What does the Torah say?” Smart guy replies correctly: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and strength and mind; and love your neighbor as yourself.” Jesus says, “That’s it! Be on your way.” And the lawyer shoots back, “Wait a minute, Lord. But who is my neighbor??”

That exchange gets us to a whole new level of this parable, much deeper, I think. It’s not a matter of doing, but loving. It’s about relationship as the foundation of what we do. (In others words, we can throw a few bucks in the pot to feed the hungry. But it doesn’t mean that we love them or even want to get near them.) Before the “doing” there needs to be the “being.” 
“Who is my neighbor?” is the lawyer’s attempt to limit his neighborliness…to set up boundaries beyond which ‘doing’ need not go, as if real love could ever be limited or restrained. Being in the Kingdom of God—‘inheriting eternal life,’ in the lawyer’s words—is not about ‘doing’ at all, but about ‘being’. Because Inheriting is always being on the receiving end of a gift…of grace.

That gets us back to the story. So, with that thought in mind, is there someone else we might identify with in this story? Mark Allen Powell, Bible study leader at our synod assembly, wowed us with his reading of this parable. First, he mentioned our usual European/North American ‘take’ on it. And then he shared how most African Christians understand it. They don’t identify with the lawyer, the priest, the Levite, or even the Samaritan. Rather, almost without exception, they see themselves as the man lying in the ditch alongside the road: beaten, stripped, robbed and left for dead.

That should come as no surprise. Under years of colonialism, the lands were stripped away from the natives, the minerals were robbed, the people were forced into slave labor (or literally sold as slaves.) Their customs and cultures were obliterated. They were, by and large, seen as sub-human. So, if they happened to perish in the process, they were regarded as little more than the nuisance of road kill in the ditch.

In preparation for our trip to Africa, I’ve been reading Nelson Mandela’s 700-page autobiography, “The Long Road to Freedom.” It is a stunning story, bearing witness to the strength, determination and faith of this one remarkable man. It was also an eerie reminder to me of what happened to the native American of this continent as the Europeans settled in. We didn’t call it ‘apartheid’, but was just that in many ways, as our government broke over 600 treaties, took valuable land, destroyed a culture, and relegated the conquered to a trash heap of reservations, separate, isolated and exceedingly UNequal. 

No surprise at all that, unlike First-world readers, Christians throughout the Southern Hemisphere would identify with that fellow in the ditch. They know what it’s like to be robbed, beaten, and left for dead. They understand the feeling of utter helplessness and dependency…to being brought so low that grace is the only alternative. They know what it’s like to be battered, bruised and helpless, so that the grace of another is their only ticket…their only hope.

I’d like to suggest that those besieged brothers and sisters may be on to something?! The kingdom of God is not about doing—in control—but about being—in relationship with the Grace Giver. It is about being out of control, in fact, so that the gift of grace can enter our lives and take over.

The former slave ship captain John Newton wrote the hymn Americans love to sing: “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me; I once was lost, but now am found; was blind, but now I see.” We sing it with gusto, but I not certain that we really get it. Honestly, how often have we felt like wretches, lost blind? We’re folks so used to being on the top of the heap, the haves, the heroes, the deciders, that the thought of being needy—in the ditch—is pretty repulsive to most of us.

Couple that with the fact that the Samaritans were hated half-breeds in Jesus’ day, tainted Jews who married Gentiles, people who didn’t even worship in Jerusalem, and this parable gets our heads spinning. “Good Samaritan” would have been an oxymoron in ancient Palestine, for us like “Good Terrorist.” One writer puts it, “To enter the Kingdom one must get into the ditch and be served by one’s mortal enemy.”

Perhaps he’s right. But I think it may also mean lying in the ditch to be served by God in Christ. Perhaps this is Jesus’ way of breaking down yet another boundary, becoming like a hated Samaritan to offer himself, to take the risks, to pay all that’s needed for the one who is nearly dead.

Grace doesn’t come to those who choose it, like they select a new car or pair of shoes. Grace rather comes to those who have no choice, who cannot resist because there is simply no other alternative. When you are that near death, grace is the only way to life.

Martin Luther’s explanation to the Third Article of the Creed sums it up well, I think: “I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to him.” (Think deep ditch!) “But it is the Holy Spirit who calls me through the gospel, enlightens me with his gifts, sanctifies and keeps me in the one true faith.” (How dearly I love that insight!)

Before we can go about loving, we need to know love. Before we can be about giving, we need to be on the receiving end. Before we go about doing anything, we must be made new—born again—brought back to life by the grace of Jesus.

So, you want to do something? Act like the Good Samaritan? Care for someone in need? Praise God!! You will praise God and glorify him if your heart knows all we have and are as undeserved gift from his gracious hand.

Amen.
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